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Abstract:

The present study aimed to develop an indigenous model of auditors’ ethical sustainability in Iran based on grounded theory
and to identify its causal, contextual, intervening, strategic, and consequential dimensions. This study was fundamental in
purpose and qualitative in nature and was conducted using grounded theory with a paradigmatic approach. The participants
included Iranian auditing experts, university professors, managers of the Audit Organization, and auditing firms who were
selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 15
experts, and the interview process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was performed through
open, axial, and selective coding using MaxQDA18 software. Lincoln and Guba’s criteria, including credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability, were employed to ensure the trustworthiness of the findings. The findings indicated that
auditors’ ethical sustainability is influenced by both intrinsic and acquired causal conditions. Intrinsic factors included
conscience, moral courage, religious beliefs, honesty, intellectual independence, and family upbringing, whereas acquired
factors included professional competence, experience, critical thinking, stress management, and commitment to continuous
learning. Contextual conditions were categorized into organizational, professional, and macro-social dimensions, while
intervening conditions consisted of economic, managerial, legal, cultural, and competitive pressures. The extracted strategies
were classified into educational-developmental, structural-supervisory, and selection-supportive dimensions. The results
further demonstrated that ethical sustainability contributes to higher audit quality, enhanced public trust, strengthened
professional credibility, and improved capital market stability. The paradigmatic model demonstrated that auditors’ ethical
sustainability emerges from the complex interaction of individual, organizational, professional, and environmental factors.
Achieving sustainable ethical behavior among auditors requires strengthening professional ethics infrastructures,
institutional support systems, continuous education, and ethical organizational cultures. The proposed model can serve as a
framework for professional policymaking, regulatory guideline development, and enhancement of public trust in the auditing
profession in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The auditing profession plays a fundamental role in maintaining transparency, accountability, and trust within financial
systems. Auditors are expected to provide independent and reliable assurance regarding the fairness of financial statements,
and this responsibility places ethical conduct at the core of professional auditing practice. In recent decades, financial scandals
and corporate collapses have demonstrated that weaknesses in auditors’ ethical commitment can seriously damage public
trust and the credibility of capital markets. Consequently, ethical sustainability in auditing has emerged as a strategic concern
for regulators, professional institutions, and researchers (Kartal & Depren, 2021; Rahmani Picha et al., 2023). Ethical
sustainability refers to the continuous commitment of auditors to professional values such as integrity, independence,
objectivity, confidentiality, accountability, and professional competence despite organizational, financial, and environmental
pressures.

Prior studies have emphasized that professional ethics significantly influences audit quality and financial reporting
reliability. Daryaei and Azizi demonstrated that ethics, experience, and professional competence positively affect audit quality
(Daryaei & Azizi, 2024). Similarly, Seyfi et al. found that auditors’ competency and professional ethics improve the quality of
financial reporting in the stock market (Seyfi et al., 2024). These findings suggest that ethical sustainability cannot be
separated from the technical quality of auditing services because ethical judgment directly shapes auditors’ professional
decisions.

Recent literature has also highlighted the importance of individual characteristics in ethical auditing behavior. Goudarzi et
al. identified personality and ethical traits such as moral courage, responsibility, independence, and conscientiousness as
critical attributes of successful independent auditors (Goudarzi et al., 2025). Eskoo et al. further argued that critical thinking
enhances auditors’ job performance through the mediating role of ethical reasoning (Eskoo et al., 2025). Therefore, auditors
who possess stronger ethical reasoning and analytical capabilities are more likely to resist external pressures and maintain
professional integrity.

In addition to individual characteristics, organizational culture has been recognized as a key determinant of ethical
sustainability. Nguyen et al. reported that organizational culture significantly influences ethical judgment and ethical
intention among accounting professionals (Nguyen et al., 2024). Sonjaya similarly emphasized that corporate culture shapes
auditing practices and ethical behavior (Sonjaya, 2024). Furthermore, Salehi Kamamardakhi et al. demonstrated that
organizational culture moderates the relationship between ethics and professional judgment (Salehi Kamamardakhi et al.,
2024). These studies indicate that ethical auditing behavior develops not only from individual morality but also from the
ethical climate and managerial support within auditing organizations.

Environmental and organizational pressures represent another important challenge for ethical sustainability. Time
pressure, competition among audit firms, financial dependence on clients, and managerial expectations may weaken
auditors’ independence and ethical decision-making. Samagaio et al. found that time pressure negatively affects audit quality,
whereas ethical culture can mitigate this negative relationship (Samagaio et al., 2025). Yazdi et al. also showed that perceived
pressure affects accountants’ ethical beliefs in financial reporting (Yazdi et al., 2024). These findings demonstrate that

auditors often operate in environments where professional ethics conflict with financial and organizational interests.
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Technological developments have further complicated ethical challenges in auditing. Artificial intelligence and advanced
data analytics have transformed auditing processes, increasing efficiency while simultaneously raising concerns about
accountability and human judgment. Silva et al. argued that despite technological advancement, human judgment and
accountability remain essential in auditing practice (Silva et al., 2025). Zaky and Widuri showed that ethical concerns and risk
perceptions influence the adoption of artificial intelligence in auditing (Zaky & Widuri, 2025). Likewise, Kasireddy warned
about the ethical implications of excessive Al-based surveillance in financial monitoring systems (Kasireddy, 2025). These
developments indicate that auditors must balance technological innovation with ethical responsibility.

Several studies have also highlighted the role of social, cultural, and religious values in shaping ethical behavior. Filsaraei
and Sadeghi demonstrated that social structure and religious attitudes influence auditors’ judgments in different national
contexts (Filsaraei & Sadeghi, 2024). Mokhtari Khuzani emphasized the role of cultural, social, and ethical capital in improving
audit quality (Mokhtari Khuzani, 2024). In addition, Jadid et al. identified social trust structures as important foundations of
auditors’ ethical responsibility (Jadid et al., 2025). These findings suggest that ethical sustainability is embedded within
broader social and cultural systems.

Despite extensive research on ethics and audit quality, there remains a lack of comprehensive models explaining ethical
sustainability as a multidimensional phenomenon. Most previous studies have focused on limited relationships between
ethics and audit quality rather than examining the interaction of individual, organizational, social, technological, and
environmental dimensions simultaneously. Moreover, there is limited research addressing ethical sustainability within the
cultural and professional context of Iran. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop an indigenous model of auditors’
ethical sustainability using grounded theory and to identify its causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors,
strategies, and consequences.

Methods and Materials

The present study was qualitative in nature and conducted using the grounded theory approach based on the Strauss and
Corbin paradigmatic model. The research sought to explore and conceptualize the dimensions of auditors’ ethical
sustainability within the Iranian auditing profession. Data collection was performed through semi-structured interviews with
auditing experts, including university professors, audit organization managers, senior auditors, and partners of auditing firms
who possessed substantial professional experience and expertise in ethical issues related to auditing.

Participants were selected using purposive and theoretical sampling methods. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, meaning that no new conceptual categories emerged from subsequent interviews. In total, fifteen
experts participated in the study. Interviews were conducted in-depth and focused on participants’ perceptions and
experiences regarding ethical sustainability, professional challenges, organizational pressures, ethical decision-making, and
strategies for maintaining ethical conduct in auditing practice.

The collected data were transcribed and analyzed using open coding, axial coding, and selective coding procedures. During
open coding, primary concepts and initial codes were extracted from the interview texts. In axial coding, conceptually related
codes were grouped into broader categories and subcategories. Finally, in selective coding, the main categories were
integrated into a paradigmatic model explaining auditors’ ethical sustainability. Data analysis was facilitated using MaxQDA
software. To ensure trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba’s criteria, including credibility, dependability, transferability, and

confirmability, were employed throughout the research process.
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Findings

The findings revealed that auditors’ ethical sustainability is influenced by a complex interaction of causal, contextual, and
intervening conditions. In the causal dimension, two broad categories emerged: intrinsic individual factors and acquired
professional factors. Intrinsic factors included conscience, honesty, moral courage, intellectual independence, religious
commitment, patience, and ethical responsibility. Acquired factors included professional competence, critical thinking,
continuous learning, communication skills, stress management, and professional experience.

The contextual conditions influencing ethical sustainability were classified into organizational, professional, and macro-
environmental dimensions. Organizational conditions included ethical organizational culture, managerial role modeling,
psychological security, internal support systems, and transparency in organizational processes. Professional conditions
involved effective supervision, clear auditing standards, operational independence, and adherence to professional codes of
conduct. Macro-environmental conditions included economic transparency, public awareness, legal infrastructure,
stakeholder expectations, and cultural values.

The study further identified several intervening conditions that could either strengthen or weaken ethical sustainability.
These included economic pressure, low audit fees, unhealthy competition among audit firms, client pressure, conflicts of
interest, long-term auditor-client relationships, ambiguous standards, weak legal supervision, and social or cultural pressures.
Participants emphasized that financial dependency on clients and fear of losing professional opportunities were among the
strongest threats to ethical independence.

Three major strategic dimensions were extracted from the data. The first involved educational-developmental strategies
such as ethics training, professional skill enhancement, and critical thinking development. The second dimension included
structural-supervisory strategies such as strengthening internal controls, improving legal oversight, and creating transparent
reporting systems. The third dimension involved supportive-selection strategies, including ethical recruitment practices,
psychological support for auditors, and the protection of whistleblowers.

The findings also indicated significant consequences of ethical sustainability at both organizational and societal levels. At
the organizational level, ethical sustainability contributed to improved audit quality, increased professional credibility,
enhanced stakeholder trust, better fraud detection, and greater organizational transparency. At the societal level, ethical
sustainability promoted public trust in financial reporting, improved capital market stability, and strengthened economic
sustainability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that auditors’ ethical sustainability is a multidimensional and dynamic
phenomenon shaped by the interaction of personal ethics, organizational culture, professional structures, and environmental
conditions. Ethical sustainability cannot be reduced to compliance with professional standards alone; rather, it reflects a deep
integration of ethical values within auditors’ professional identity and organizational environment.

The results showed that intrinsic characteristics such as moral courage, conscience, honesty, and independence are central
to maintaining ethical conduct. Auditors who possess strong ethical identities are more capable of resisting external pressures
and preserving professional objectivity. At the same time, acquired competencies such as critical thinking, communication
skills, and continuous learning strengthen auditors’ ability to navigate complex ethical dilemmas and make sound professional

judgments.
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Organizational culture emerged as another critical component of ethical sustainability. Ethical organizational
environments characterized by transparency, support, accountability, and effective supervision create conditions in which
ethical behavior becomes normalized and reinforced. Conversely, organizational environments dominated by excessive
competition, financial pressure, and weak oversight increase the likelihood of unethical behavior and professional
compromise.

The study also highlighted the importance of broader social and environmental conditions. Public trust, legal
infrastructure, stakeholder awareness, and cultural values significantly influence auditors’ ethical responsibility. Ethical
sustainability therefore extends beyond the individual auditor and reflects the ethical maturity of the broader professional
and social environment.

Technological transformation and artificial intelligence were identified as emerging challenges for ethical sustainability.
Although technological tools can improve efficiency and analytical capacity, excessive dependence on automated systems
may weaken human accountability and ethical judgment. Therefore, preserving the human dimension of auditing remains
essential in the era of digital transformation.

Overall, the proposed paradigmatic model suggests that ethical sustainability among auditors develops through the
continuous interaction of individual virtues, professional competencies, organizational support systems, and societal
expectations. Strengthening ethical sustainability requires comprehensive strategies including ethics-centered education,
effective regulatory mechanisms, transparent organizational cultures, and supportive professional institutions. The findings
of this study provide a conceptual foundation for improving ethical standards, audit quality, and public trust in the auditing

profession within the Iranian context.
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